Mortality risk of small infants varies with their mother's birthweight and race.
We analysed a transgenerational linked birth file to investigate the relationship between maternal birthweight and infant birthweight-specific mortality risk for white and African American infants. Birth records of 267,303 infants born between 1989 and 1991 were linked to records of their mothers, born between 1956 and 1976, and to their own death certificates for those dying in the first year. The means, standard deviations and z-scores were calculated for each race- and generation-specific birthweight distribution. Investigators then analysed the mortality of very small infants (birthweight at least two standard deviations below their mean) for three maternal birthweight categories. Over half of the infant deaths involved births with weights more than two standard deviations below the relevant population mean birthweight (comprising 4.2% of white and 6.9% of African American births respectively). African American infants experienced higher mortality rates at all levels of standardised birthweight, from z-scores of -3 to +3. The relative risk of mortality associated with very small infant size was less for infants delivered to smaller birthweight mothers when compared with those whose mothers were average sized or large at birth. This differential effect was confined to neonatal deaths and was more prominent in the white subpopulation.